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ABSTRACT

As the legend of the Buddha moved into Europe in the medieval period in
the form of the story of the Christian saints Barlaam and Josaphat it became marked for the first time by deep religious intolerance. The article
find this structural shift to have been accomplished through two separate
but integrated moves: a master narrative of emancipation through enlightenment is replaced by a master narrative of salvation through faith, and a
model of religions as linked and overlapping is replaced by a perception
of religions as closed systems that compete with and endanger each other.
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It has been known for almost a century and a half that the medieval Christian story of the saints Barlaam and Josaphat is based on the legend of the
Buddha.1 In this great exercise of religious syncretism, scholars tell us,
positive spiritual values and ideals were shared between traditions. Philip
Almond, for example, remarks that the story of the Buddha, together with
its associated asceticism, Òwere a positive force in the spiritual life of
Christendom.Ó2 Yet such assessments do not prepare us for the inter-religious terror and violence of the Barlaam and Josaphat tradition. John
Hirsh has aptly pointed to the Òatmosphere of persecution and intoleranceÓ3
that pervades the story, and Monique Pitts has commented that, ÒOn devrait
trouver que les textes arabes et chrétiens tolèrent moins que les textes
bouddhiques une autre religion que la vraie.Ó4 The present study is an
attempt to enlarge on PittsÕ observation. I wish to investigate the shift
from tolerance to intolerance that occurs in the BuddhalegendÕs westward journey in the medieval period.
I wish to address my central question to the text, not to its context. I
am not concerned in this paper with the historical and social forces that
may have led to textual transformation. I wish to ask only how the intolerance and violence attested in Barlaam and Josaphat are related to
broader changes in the story and in the symbol system according to which
the story operates. I shall argue that we find in Barlaam and Josaphat a
reformulation of the analysis of, and solution to, the problems of existence. We may refer to this as a change in master narratives.5 Stages in the
transformation from one master narrative to another can be observed in
early versions of Barlaam and Josaphat. This transformation, I shall
argue, has combined with a significantly changed view of religion and
religions to produce the textual shift in which we are interested.
I shall begin by giving a brief introduction to the story of Barlaam
and Josaphat and to the three versions of it most important for my purposes. I shall then outline the master narratives underlying the
Buddhalegend and Barlaam and Josaphat, and I shall give evidence of
the stages by which the change in master narratives has taken place. I
shall next discuss the place of religion and religious interaction in Barlaam
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and Josaphat, taking the Greek text as illustrative of Barlaam and Josaphat
and the Buddhacarita as illustrative of the Buddhalegend. I shall end by
reflecting on the connections between the different master narratives and
the different representations of religion, indicating how these two changes
may be seen as jointly responsible for the shift from tolerance to intolerance.
Barlaam and Josaphat
The basic plot of the story is as follows. A king, who is proud and mighty,
persecutes the religious ascetics that live in his realm and drives them out.
He despises their world-denying and monotheistic teachings, for he is a
hedonist and a polytheist. When a son (Josaphat) is born to him and he
feels his royal line is secure, his happiness is complete. However, after
the childÕs birth predictions are made by astrologers of two possible futures for the boy: he may become a great king of the realm or he may
renounce the world and attain a different kind of glory. Fearing that his
sonÕs destiny will follow the second course the king sequesters him in the
palace and keeps him away from the imperfections of the world. Josaphat
eventually becomes dissatisfied with life in the palace and is granted permission to go outside, whereupon he has a series of disturbing encounters
basically the first three of the famous four signs of the Buddhalegend.
At this point he is visited by the ascetic Barlaamessentially the ascetic
of the fourth sign greatly filled out as a characterwho gives him lengthy
religious instruction in monotheistic and ascetic religion. Eventually
Josaphat is able to renounce home and live the life of an ascetic. Before
his renunciation he must endure many conflicts with his father the king,
and (in most versions) must briefly reign as a king in his own right. In the
end, after a reunion with Barlaam, he lives a holy life and dies in the
assurance that he will be granted a place in the Kingdom of Heaven.
My summary is meant to show the borrowing that has taken place
from the Buddhalegend. It must be admitted that it gives a poor sense of
the story in its new forms. Barlaam and Josaphat is filled with stories not
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found in any of the Indian versions of the Buddhalegend, and in time it
became deeply imbued with Christian piety. The narrative frame familiar
to us from the Buddhalegend eventually came to occupy a quite small
portion of the text.
The Buddhalegend, transformed into Barlaam and Josaphat, became an extremely important story in Europe. It became widely known
in Europe in Latin in the eleventh and twelfth centuries.6 During the subsequent flowering of writing in European vernaculars the story went
through a further phase of popularity, and Òfrom the thirteenth to the fifteenth century vernacular versions appeared in Germany, France, the
Netherlands, Romania, Provence, Italy, Spain, Norway, Portugal, Russia, and elsewhere.Ó7 There was also a Middle English version.8 Furthermore, significantly new forms of the story were producedin prose, verse
and dramatic form.9
There are three versions of Barlaam and Josaphat, all of which precede its translation into Latin, that are of special interest and importance
for my purposes. Two of them are Christian and one is pre-Christian.
They are the Greek, the Georgian and the ÒIsmaili Arabic.Ó
(1) The Greek version of the story, placed at the beginning of the
11th century CE, is important as the ancestor, chiefly via Latin translations, of all later Christian versions. It is probably the work, in whole or
in part, of Saint Euthymius. It is noteworthy for its ample additions of
Christian material to the Georgian version on which it is based. Christian
doctrine, as well as sermons, lengthy prayers and frequent Biblical citations, are characteristic of this version. Idolatry is even more thoroughly
hated in the Greek text than in preceding versions of the story, and the
theological bases of this hatred are more clearly articulated. The Greek
text used today was established by Boissonade in 1832, and an English
translation by Woodward and Mattingly was published, together with the
Greek text, in the Loeb Classical Library in 1914.10
(2) The Balavariani, the oldest of the surviving Georgian versions,
is the most ancient Christian version of the story and the predecessor of
the Greek version. It appears to date from around the ninth century. Of
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the three early versions discussed here, it is, to modern tastes, the most
successful from the literary point of view. It has cut out most of the meandering of its Arabic original while avoiding the prolixity of the Greek. It
is a focused and powerful story. Ilia AbuladzeÕs edited version of the text
appeared in 1957 and David LangÕs translation into English appeared in
1966.11
(3) Of the surviving Arabic versions, the one generally recognized
as the richest and, on balance, the oldest, is variously known as the Syrian
text or the Ismaili Arabic version. The second title refers to the facts that
the text is in the Arabic language and that the Ismaili community has
preserved it. What relation it may have to this sect of Islam is otherwise
obscure. It is not clear on the basis of its contents that the text is in any
significant sense Ismaili or even Islamic. If I were forced to place it in a
modern category I would say it is a Buddhist texta monotheistic Buddhist text. It is very recognizably based on the Buddhalegend, with many
details that are omitted from the later Christian versions, and it openly
presents itself as a representative of the true and authentic teaching of Òthe
Budd.Ó There are two traditions claiming to be faithful to the Budd, says
the text, one of which is polytheistic and world-affirming and one of which
is monotheistic and ascetic. It champions the second as the authentic
tradition, and it calls on its rival to come back to the old-time religion.
The Budd carried GodÕs message to humankind, as other messengers have
done in other ages. He was simply Òun serviteur de Dieu et un médecin
des âmes.Ó12 Daniel Gimaret edited the Arabic text (1972) and translated
it into French (1971).13
The New Master Narrative
The Indian Buddhalegend is not so much constructed according to a master narrative as it is the primary expression of a master narrative. That is,
the Buddhalegend is the historically most ancient complete formulation
of a narration of human liberation that came in time to underlie and tie
together many otherwise discrete Buddhist tales, rituals and doctrines.
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The master narrative to which the legend gives voice may be expressed
as follows. The Great Being, having recognized the wretchedness of the
condition of living beings in the world, has discovered the possibility of
Freedom and the path to its attainment, and having himself attained this
Freedom he has communicated the path to the world, thereby making
Freedom a possibility for us all. This is a narrative of emancipation through
enlightenment. Recognizing the wretchedness of our condition and discovering the path to Freedom are two key moments in a process of increasing insight or enlightenment upon which the emancipation of the
world depends. In the story of the BuddhaÕs final lifetimethe
Buddhalegend in its strict sense14these two moments are embodied in,
respectively, the insight into the imperfection of the world in the three
signs, and the awakening under the Bodhi tree (prefigured in the fourth
sign), which makes manifest the Middle Way.
The master narrative is merely the macrocosmic expression of an
essential story line that is, in its microcosmic form, found elsewhere in
Buddhist literature15: A wise being, having become aware that he and
others are trapped and in danger, discovers a way out of the trap and
takes himself and others to freedom. Stories with this plot structure are,
like the story of the BuddhaÕs final life, built according to a pattern of
emancipation through insight or enlightenment.16 They simply deal with
more limited forms of emancipation and enlightenment.
The story of Barlaam and Josaphat, as known in Christendom, borrows heavily from the Indian Buddhalegend and may appear, on first
reading, to echo the same master narrative. But in fact the master narrative according to which Barlaam and Josaphat is structured is one concerned with salvation through faith. God offers salvation to all human
beings. Those who have faith in Him, that is, accept GodÕs offer and turn
wholly to Him, obeying His will and simultaneously turning away from
Satan and the lure of the world, are saved, while all others are damned.
The story of Barlaam and Josaphat has preserved a good deal of the
longing for emancipation from the imperfections of the world that is evident in the Buddhalegend, but emancipationfrom Satan and the world
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is merely a first step toward the attainment of the Kingdom of Heaven.
Moreover, enlightenment has been transformed: insight, which is given
by God, comes with faith. It is conjoined to the movement of the will
towards God. Such insight, with which Barlaam and Josaphat is greatly
concerned, is never more than partial in this life, becoming full only when
one has been granted a place in the Kingdom of Heaven.
There are discernible stages by which the story of Barlaam and
Josaphat has altered the Buddhalegend to fit the new master narrative.
Consider the two crucial points in the Buddhalegend where insight enters
into the progress toward emancipation: the perception of the imperfections of the world (the perception that one is trapped: the first three signs),
and the perception of a way out of the predicament (the Enlightenment
proper). We may begin with the Greek version, in which the shift from
one master narrative to another is far advanced.
Josaphat has been kept by his father in the palace. He knows there
must be a reason for this entrapment so he consults a trusted tutor. The
man tells Josaphat the truth: the king is afraid his son will choose Christianity and asceticism if given the choice. He keeps you under close observation, says the tutor, so that Òthou mightest never hear of their teaching
(didachs), and choose it before our religion (thrskeias).Ó17 Notice the
change in structure: it is not merely the inherent nature of the world the
father wishes to keep from his son but GodÕs message. God wishes to
offer the teaching to Josaphat but his offer is blocked by the king. Immediately on JosaphatÕs being told this by the tutor, Òthe word of salvation
(logos sotrios) took hold of his heart, and the grace of the Comforter
began to open wide the eyes of his understanding, leading him by the
hand to the true God.Ó18 God cannot be blocked by any mortal. The
pagan tutor unwittingly becomes an agent of the announcement of the
teaching. Even at this early point in the story, therefore, Josaphat is not
simply seeking, he is being sought. The glimmers of vision that he obtains, which lead him to seek further truth, are due to the grace and action
of God. We see here a reflection of the new master narrative. In the
Buddhist master narrative Josaphat (the bodhisattva) is the protagonist.
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This is now true only at the level of narrative surface structure: in the deep
structure, in accordance with the new master narrative, God is the protagonist.
Josaphat then sees the three signs, and having seen them he has his
first insight experience. He now knows the key truth about the world:
ÒBitter is this life...and fulfilled of all pain and anguish.Ó19 Thereafter he
lives, like the bodhisattva before him, Òin perpetual conflict and distress
of mind, and all the pleasures and delights of this world were in his eyes
an abomination and a curse.Ó20 But Josaphat is not left alone in his distress. ÒWhile the youth was in this way, and his soul was crying out to
discover that which is good, the eye that beholdeth all things looked upon
him, and he that willeth that Ôall men should be saved, and come to the
knowledge of the truth,Õ passed him not by.Ó21 It is at this point that Barlaam,
who is living the life of a Christian anchorite in the desert, learns Òby
divine revelation (apokalypsei tini theothen) the state of the kingÕs son,Ó22
and comes as a messenger of God to speak the word of salvation to
Josaphat. Once again we see GodÕs initiative in offering the truth to humanity. Human beings must be given the chance to accept or reject the
truth.
The second key insight experience of the Buddhalegend, the experience of Enlightenment under the Bodhi tree that turns the bodhisattva into
the Buddha and marks the high point of the story, is in the Greek Barlaam
and Josaphat nowhere to be found. There is a renunciation, and a striving by means of asceticism, but there is no Enlightenment.23 The attainment of a state of full vision must be deferred. God alone can grant such
vision, and it can come only after death, judgment, and entry into the
Kingdom of Heaven. In place of the Enlightenment proper, the story has
a variety of stages of insight. These come as a result of GodÕs action via
his messengers. For instance, Barlaam announces the Christian gospel to
Josaphat soon after appearing before him, in a dense and quite detailed
form. There is little attempt to appeal either to JosaphatÕs power of reasoning or his personal experience, yet Òwhen the kingÕs son had heard
these words, there flashed a light upon his soul (phos autou peristrapse
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tn psychn).Ó24 Josaphat announces: ÒAll that thou hast told me I believe
without question (panta ta eirmena soi anendoiastos pisteuo).Ó25 Vision is conjoined to faith and is a response to divine action. In short, it is
not a question of Enlightenment of the sort found in the Buddhalegend,
but of revelation.
If we look at the versions of Barlaam and Josaphat that precede the
Greek, we discover the stages of this development.
Already in the Ismaili Arabic version the basic position of monotheism and divine action, of revelation in the place of enlightenment, is formally established. ÒLa vérité est venue de Dieu, Puissant et Grand, et
Dieu a appelé à elle Ses serviteurs.Ó26 This position is manifested in several ways in the transformation of the legend. For example, we have a
renunciant, briefly encountered, who prefigures the BuddhaÕs renunciation and points out to him the general path he must travel, now transformed into a surrogate father (Barlaam) who initiates Josaphat into an
existing religious path. This changes the princeÕs role from that of initiator to receiver. Yet in many respects the shift from one master narrative to
another is not yet embodied in the structure of the narrative. In the first
experience of insight, we are not told, as in the Greek version, that the
king keeps the prince in the palace in order to prevent him hearing GodÕs
word. The incarceration is, as in the Buddhalegend, simply a matter of
keeping the boy from perceiving the world as it is and following the religious destiny indicated at his birth by the astrologers.27 Nor is there any
indication that the tutor has inadvertently become GodÕs messenger.
Moreover, when Josaphat has his insight into the dreadful nature of the
world, the text gives no assurance that God sees him and is about to take
action, nor are we told that Barlaam makes his decision to go to Josaphat
on the basis of divine revelation: on the contrary, Barlaam simply makes
his decision after he hears JosaphatÕs reputation.28 Finally, Barlaam does
not give his message in a condensed, creedal formulation and expect
Josaphat to respond with faith. He gives his message slowly and carefully, in numerous parables and stories, Josaphat questioning him repeatedly and asking for clarification.29 In short, JosaphatÕs insight into the
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nature of the world is portrayed in this version in a way much closer to the
original Buddhalegend. Josaphat is not yet supplanted as protagonist,
hero and initiator of action.
The second insight, the Enlightenment under the Bodhi tree, has
been creatively recast in this text in a Near Eastern monotheistic mold, but
it has not yet been removed. As Josaphat approaches the wondrous tree,
four angels take him into the air and show him all things.30 He receives
the vision from divine messengers instead of gaining it on his own, but he
has it fully and he has it in this present life.
The Balavariani, standing historically between the Arabic and the
Greek versions, deals with the issue of insight in a way that, as we would
expect, shares some things with the Ismaili Arabic version and some with
the Greek version. The second insight (the Enlightenment) is already
entirely missing. The first insight is midway between the Arabic and the
Greek treatments. Missing are the references to GodÕs initiative that are
so carefully inserted in the Greek, yet Josaphat is told by his tutor that his
incarceration in the palace is meant to keep him from joining the Christians and causing Òour nation to adopt an alien creed.Ó31 That is, what is
hidden from Josaphat is not simply the nature of the world but a particular
religion. The fear is not that he will go forth and have his own insights
but that he will join a pre-existing religion and promote it in place of the
established polytheistic system. When, in the Balavariani, Barlaam meets
Josaphat, he leads him onward gradually with stories and teachings.32
JosaphatÕs welcoming of the teaching is both less qualified than in the
Arabic and less utter than in the Greek.
In short, there is ample evidence in these three early versions of the
story of a gradual shift from a master narrative of emancipation through
enlightenment to one of salvation through faith.
Religion and Religious Interaction
Religion and religious interaction are treated differently in Barlaam
and Josaphat than in the Indian Buddhalegend. I do not believe the dif154
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ferences are random. At issue are two distinct, internally consistent models of religion.
It seems wise to continue to refer in this discussion to specific texts
rather than simply to groups of texts. While keeping the broad narrative
traditions in mind, I shall, therefore, concentrate on the Greek version of
Barlaam and Josaphat (Barlaam and Ioasaph) and on the Buddhacarita.
The former text has been described above. The latter is the great Sanskrit
verse version of the Buddhalegend produced by the poet A÷vaghoùa in
the first or second century CE. Those who look for a specific Indian
version of the Buddhalegend as the ancestor of the story of Barlaam and
Josaphat generally point to the Buddhacarita.33
The Greek text, being the ancestor of succeeding Christian versions,
may with some justification be taken here as representative of the family
of Christian texts. The Buddhacarita must be taken with more caution as
representative of the Buddhalegend. On the matter of religion, specifically, it should be noted that A÷vaghoùa is more interested in, and sympathetic to, forms of religion other than that preached by the Buddha than
the authors/transmitters of most other versions of the Buddhalegend. Still,
I do not believe the poetÕs treatment of religion is so idiosyncratic as to
invalidate this attempt to juxtapose the two models of religion.
The Buddhacarita
The Buddhacarita is quite aware of the existence of different religious
teachings or systems. It uses such words as ÷àstra 34 (teaching, instruction, doctrine), siddhànta35 (doctrine, tenet), j¤àna36 (knowledge, doctrine)
and dar÷ana37 (view, doctrine, system) to refer to these, and it portrays
proponents of these different systems engaging in debate, discussion and
persuasion. But it does not acknowledge the concept of ÒreligionsÓ as
thoroughly discrete and self-enclosed entities. It would be more accurate
to say that it recognizes different forms of religion, or different ways of
being religious. It recognizes bad religion, for example (this would include religion that is implicated in the injuring of living beings), but it
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makes no mention of a bad religion. The single most important term in its
negotiation of the territory between separateness and commonality is
dharma, which it uses frequently, richly and playfully, mingling various
Brahmanical and Buddhist shades of meaning. In addition to signifying
(especially in the speech of brahmans) Òappropriate religious duty,Ó38
dharma is often used in a way that could be translated as ÒgoodnessÓ or
ÒrighteousnessÓ in a religious but trans-sectarian sense.39 Yet we hear
also of different modes of dharma (dharma-vidhi)40 and even of different
dharmas, in the sense of different religious doctrines or paths.41 These
dharmasas religious paths, not as class dutiesare connected with each
other in a progressive series. The highest are those connected with renunciation and emancipation. So, for example, the ÷ramaõa teacher Aràóa
claims his ascetical teaching as Òthe highest dharmaÓ (dharmaü
paramaü),42 but after listening to it the bodhisattva concludes that it does
not lead to liberation (mokùa).43 He therefore leaves, and strives until he
discovers Òthe law of salvationÓ and Òthe excellent dharma.Ó44
The relationship between different forms of religion is handled in
the Buddhacarita with attention to both mediation and rejection.
(1) By mediation I refer simply to the establishment and maintenance
of connecting links  in this case links between different forms of religion. Mediation can be described by specifying its three most prominent
modes in the text: commonality, dependency and dialogue.
At all points of the story, even during and after his definite rejection
of palace life and its attendant religiousness, we are presented with common values, values that are shared by the bodhisattva and his parents.
Nonviolence is a case in point. While nonviolence is clearly associated,
in the Buddhacarita as in other versions of the legend, with renunciant
life, A÷vaghoùa takes great care to portray the PrinceÕs father, øuddhodana,
as free from violence. Where we might expect that the PrinceÕs adoption
of nonviolence has been in reaction to the violence of kingshipthe theme
is well known in Buddhist literaturethis is not the case. On the contrary, we are told that his father conquered by good deeds instead of by
war;45 refused to execute criminals;46 gave up feuds;47 Òlaid aside
156

Journal of Buddhist Ethics

Volume 5, 1998:144166

weaponsÓ(tatyàja ÷àstraü);48 Òdid not learn science to cause suffering to
othersÓ(nàdhyaiùñha duþkhàya parasya vidyàü);49 and Òworshipped with
sacrifices that brought no injury to living creaturesÓ (yaj¤ai÷ ca hiüsàrahitair ayaùña).50 In this way, the nonviolence of the Prince and, later, of
the Buddha, becomes not simply a sign of difference and separation but
also of continuity with the religion of his upbringing. The same pattern
emerges in the bodhisattvaÕs interaction with ÷ramaõa leaders such as
Aràóa Kàlàma: their discussions make clear their substantial common
ground. Moreover, when the Buddha, having attained Enlightenment,
decides to teach, his first thought is to communicate what he has learned
to the ÷ramaõa leaders with whom he studied. He evidently feels they are
very close to perceiving the truth.
Dependency, the second mode of mediation, is a subtle matter in the
Buddhacarita and in the Buddhalegend generally. There is a strong tendency to portray the bodhisattva as primordially independentwiser than
both peers and teachers, progressing by his own efforts and the momentum of past good deeds. At the same time, this is a being whose progress
takes place in relationship with other beings, both human and transhuman.
In the Buddhacarita the bodhisattvaÕs parents and their religion (broadly
speaking, Brahmanism) are the connecting link between the long series
of lives during which the bodhisattva has perfected himself and his final
birth in the world. This link is viewed as of importance and is accordingly honoured. Neither his parents nor their religion is portrayed as evil
or corrupt; rather, they are taken as providing a perfect environment for
his final maturation. Family and city pictured as the earthly analogue of
the abodes of the devas, and emphasis is placed on their positive qualities.
Indeed, the whole of cantos i and ii, which deal with the birth and early
life of the Prince, are devoted to praising the appropriateness of his life
situation. Brahmanism is part of this sphere of maturation. Brahmans
predict the childÕs destiny and act responsibly on behalf of king
øuddhodana. As E. H. Johnston remarked years ago in his translation of
the text, A÷vaghoùaÕs Òreferences to Brahmans personally and to their
institutions are always worded with the greatest respect.Ó51 Moreover, the
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devas, the transhuman forces worshipped in Vedic and Brahmanical religion and included in qualified and demoted form in Buddhism, are in the
Buddhacarita constant helpers of the bodhisattva. Whenever his progress
toward enlightenment seems in danger they stimulate it with various stratagems.52 A Buddha comes into being not by the simple rejection of his
upbringing (though rejection is part of the model) but also through its
support.
Dialogue is the third mode of mediation. There are arguments and
debates in the Buddhacarita just as there are in Barlaam and Josaphat,
but, although Indian literature was well aware of aggressive debating traditions, A÷vaghoùa chooses a different way of describing the PrinceÕs
discussions with people engaged with different forms of religion. He
presents several lengthy conversations on religious matters, where the
bodhisattva argues with brahmanical and ÷ramaõical practitioners (with
delegates of øuddhodana, for example, and later with Aràóa) 53 but these
are carried out with rituals of mutual respect, in an atmosphere of tolerance free from force and threat, and with explicit acknowledgement of
commonality. Although dialogue does not prevent separation and rejection, it is a means by which these are accomplished with mediation.
(2) It might be thought that such constant attention to mediation could
leave no room for rejection. But renunciation, a central element of the
story, necessarily involves rejection. The early cantos of the text, full of
signs and reminders of the separation that is to come, are brought to a
powerful focus at the end of canto ii when øuddhodana, worried that his
son will leave home, and having secured him in the upper stories of the
palace, Òkept him from dharma.Ó54 It is clear that such a situation is impossible and must lead to a break, which it soon does. øuddhodanaÕs last
words before his sonÕs renunciation are, Òhe shall not go,Ó55 but, we are
told, that very night the Prince Òwent forth out of his fatherÕs city, in the
firmness of his resolve quitting without concern his father.Ó56 When the
Prince renounces household life he gives up the religious system of the
family as well. Brahmanism is left behindnot because it is evil but
because it is not competent to deal with the realities of death and suffer158
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ing. Arguments against the renunciation based on Brahmanical teaching
are cast aside. Moreover, the rejection of Brahmanism becomes a model
for subsequent rejection of the religious systems of ÷ramaõical teachers.
The bodhisattva stops to discuss the quest for liberation with these teachers, and then he leaves. Separation and rejection become driving forces
in the story, as important as mediation to the process of emancipation.
However tempting it may be to set up mediation and rejection as
mutually exclusive, the temptation must be resisted. Both have a place in
the story, both are in fact crucial to the dynamic of the narrative, and they
occur simultaneously. Rejection of lower forms of dharma or lower
dharmas is clear but does not lead to these being categorized as evil. It
would be fair to say that in this text the bodhisattva, in his relations with
religious traditions, does not so much reject the bad for the good as reject
the good (Brahmanical religion) and the better (the religion of fellow
÷ramaõas) for the best.
Barlaam and Ioasaph
Some of the terms used to refer to religion in the Greek text, such as
pistis57 (trust, faith, belief), eusebeia58 (piety, religion), didach59 (teaching, doctrine) and krygma60 (preaching, proclamation) are used chiefly
as terms of approbation; that is, they are used chiefly to refer to Christianity rather than to the polytheistic systems the text is anxious to condemn.
Other terms, of which thrskeia (best translated as ÒreligionÓ here) is the
most important, are used to refer to both Christianity and polytheism.61 It
is used as part of a model of religion that stresses the separate, self-contained, mutually exclusive and competitive nature of religious systems.
When one asks a stranger, What is your name and what is your thrskeia?62
this means, in Barlaam and Ioasaph, something rather different from the
question, asked in the conceptual framework of the Buddhacarita, What
is your name and what is your dharma? The former question assumes
both a more definite separation of the religious entities in question and a
more intense friction between them.
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In Barlaam and Ioasaph the multiple religions that exist are considered comparable (one might even call the section given to an inter-religious debate, which is based on an earlier Christian text called the Apology of Aristides,63 an early attempt at comparative religion and ancestor of
the comparative religion that developed in the West in the nineteenth century) but only one is considered good and true.
In accordance with this perspective, the Greek text goes to great
lengths to avoid mediation. Whereas the BuddhacaritaÕs protagonist is
born into a family of high morality and purity, and is through this ideal
family able to mobilize the karmic resources brought into being by his
past lifetimes of self-sacrifice and training, Josaphat is born into a family
of impurity and foulness. His father (his mother is not mentioned) is violent, deceitful, greedy, and idolatrous. Barlaam, the Christian anchorite,
becomes a surrogate father for Josaphat and enables him to discover truth
and goodness. Josaphat becomes spiritually elevated not only to the extent that he is able to negate the material world through BarlaamÕs ascetic
teaching, but to the extent that he is able to negate his father and his fatherÕs
religion. It is no longer a case of rejecting the good for the better and the
better for the best, for there are only good and evil, and one chooses the
good by rejecting the evil. It follows that dependency cannot be acknowledged. Just as Josaphat does not depend on his father for perception of
the truth, so Christianity does not in any sense need paganism, even as a
preparatory state.
The same process is at work in the verbal exchanges between representatives of different religions. In the Buddhacarita there is a good deal
of argument between proponents of different religious systems, but care
is taken to emphasize respect and commonality. In Barlaam and Ioasaph
both the respect and the reference to shared values are largely missing.
The first of two formal debates between members of different religions
unfolds in an atmosphere of threat and anxiety (ÒYour bodies will I give
to be devoured by wild beasts and your children will I deliver to perpetual
slaveryÓ64) and the advocate for JosaphatÕs position survives only by escaping to the desert. There is little that could be called religious dialogue
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anywhere in Barlaam and Ioasaph; there is instead a rhetoric of denunciation appropriate to the relation between two things at utter variance.
In its treatment of religion and religions, the Greek text represents
one stage in a gradual development within the Barlaam and Josaphat
tradition. The Georgian Balavariani treats religious interaction, for the
most part, in the same way as Barlaam and Ioasaph. It holds that there
are numerous religions (or creeds, doctrines and the like) and that one of
them, Christianity, is good and true, while the others, or at least the polytheistic others, are evil and false. Christians hold to Òthe true faith,Ó65
Òtrue doctrine,Ó66 ÒHis holy creed,Ó67 Òthe right doctrine,Ó68 Òsacred
creed,Ó69 ÒChrist and His religion,Ó70 Òthe pure faith of Christ our God,Ó71
and so on. Against these are ranged such expression as Òpagan beliefs,Ó72
Òthe error of the idolaters,Ó73 and Òthe cult of idols.Ó74 But there are occasional differences of significance. For example, while the God of the
Georgian text is just as interested in hell fire as the God of the Greek text,
Josaphat is noticeably less interested in using force against idolatry. He
wins over his citizens through compassion, justice and incorrupt rule, and
especially through his extraordinary measures to eliminate poverty.75
These, not violence, are to be the means of spreading Christianity. The
Ismaili Arabic text shows much broader differences from the Greek text.
Although it already presents a model that pits monotheism against idolatry, a careful reading reveals that it has preserved far more common ground
between the two opposing forms of religion than the subsequent Christian versions. There is a quite lengthy section of the text devoted to a
conversation between Josaphat and his father from which we learn that
the monotheistic and the polytheistic forms of religion represented by
Josaphat and his father respectively are both descended from the teachings of the Budd.76 They are sibling traditions. Moreover, it becomes
clear, the polytheistic tradition, while seriously distorting the message of
the Budd, has preserved many things that are good. The two traditions
share values and insights. This conversation, with its extensive mediating
elements, is almost entirely missing by the time we get to the Greek text.
In fact, by the time of Barlaam and Ioasaph the different religions
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are seen not only as unlinked, unrelated and uninterested in conversation
but as mutually threatening. If the term ÒdemonizationÓ may be used for
the process whereby the world is divided into good and evil forces and
the evil forces are embodied in nameable social groups or individuals,
then Barlaam and Ioasaph has come quite far down the road to
demonization. In the Buddhacarita Màra may be said to represent evil,
but Màra is pretty much confined to canto xiii and is, in any case, not
embodied in any clear sense in nameable groups or individuals, whereas
in Barlaam and Ioasaph the devilÕs agents can be pointed out clearly.
They include women77 (the Buddhalegend has laid the groundwork for
this identification but has not gone as far as the Greek text) and, most
importantly for our present purposes, idolaters. Non-Christian religions,
or at any rate polytheistic religions, are not relatively inferior, like the
forms of religion rejected by the bodhisattva, but absolutely inferior. They
are not simply bereft of spiritual illumination; they are powerful sources
of darkness. Idolatry is both a sign of a turning away from God and a
chief manifestation of Satan, Òthe ruler of the worldÓ (kosmokrator),78
who has himself turned away from God of his own free will and who
attempts to brings human beings into his realm. According to this understanding (which was historically common in Christendom), polytheism is
not merely the worship of what is made with human hands but the worship of the devil. It follows that a Christian sovereign has a duty to eliminate polytheism, one way or another.
This raises the issue of religious violence in Barlaam and Ioasaph.
A reader familiar with the Indian Buddhalegend will be surprised by the
level of violence in the Christian story. Most surprising are the changes to
the PrinceÕs father. JosaphatÕs father, Abenner, threatens, tortures, mutilates and burns his opponents. This is a strange fate for øuddhodana, so
carefully crafted in the Buddhalegend traditions as a good king who rules
as mildly as possible. It is not that Buddhist narrative is unfamiliar with
violence or violent kings. In fact, there is good reason to believe that
AbennerÕs treatment of ascetics is largely derived from Buddhist sources
(the story of Kùàntivàdin and the A÷okàvadàna are among the usually
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mentioned sources).79 What is new is the importation of this violence into
the bodhisattvaÕs home, and thereby into the relationship between his own
religious formulation and the religious tradition of his upbringing.
The violence in Barlaam and Ioasaph is carried out, with few exceptions, by pagans, of whom Abenner is a representative, so a reader
used to the Indian Buddhalegend might conclude that Christianity is being associated with nonviolence. This is only partially correct. It is true
that rapacity and cruelty are associated in the text with paganism, true also
that the Christian king is supposed to be just and merciful; yet for at least
two reasons a position that criticizes all violence is not adopted in this
text. The first reason is that the Christian sovereign has a duty to eliminate polytheism, this being a sufficiently urgent task that it may require
resort to force. When Josaphat begins to rule his kingdom he is in most
respects a picture of mildness and justice, yet he is fierce toward polytheism and does not hesitate to use physical force against it. Upon ascending
the throne, Òin person he besieged the idolatrous temples and altars, and
razed them to the ground, and uncovered their foundations, leaving no
trace of their ungodliness.Ó80 Again, we are told that Òall idolatrous images were utterly demolished..And the foul fiends (daimones) that dwelt
in their altars and temples were rigorously chased away.Ó81 The second
reason violence and coercion are not simply condemned has to do with
the nature of the divine. Although the God of this text is a ÒGod of peace,Ó82
whose Òpity is poured out upon all menÓ83 and whose mercy stands in
direct contrast to the cruelty of Abenner and his religion, he is also a
terrifying God, who has designed tortures lasting for all eternity for those
who disobey him (Òthe fire that is not quenched, the never ending darkness, the undying worm, and all the other tortures...Ó).84 The images of
burning that pervade the text are associated with two different realms, this
present world and hell, and while in this present world it is Abenner and
his associates who do the burning, in hell the responsibility is GodÕs.85
The atmosphere of anxiety and fear that pervades the Greek text cannot
be said to be a stranger to Buddhist literature, where equivalent realms of
hellish suffering are often vividly described; but hell does not have the
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same implications for nonviolence in the Buddhist system as in monotheistic systems because the Buddhist symbol system does not require one to
approve of these burnings. In Barlaam and Ioasaph GodÕs violence is
right, justified, good. In this context a person refusing to approve of any
violence whatsoever puts himself or herself in a position of judgment
against God. In short, both because of the need to take vigorous action
against polytheism and because of the model the divine provides in dealing with idolatry and disobedience, the text is at best ambivalent on the
matter of violence, including violence toward other religions.
Master Narrative and the Relationship between Religions
The connection that Barlaam and Ioasaph establishes between religious
interaction and the underlying master narrative is quite simple. God offers human beings salvation and they must make a choice for or against it:
the correct choice is signalled, in part, by acceptance of a particular
Òreligion,Ó namely Christianity, while a key indication of the rejection of
GodÕs offer is acceptance of a non-Christian religion. The choice is urgent since one has but one lifetime to make it, and it must be made clearly
because there is no middle ground between the religions.
The author or redactor has put himself and his text into his interpretation of the master narrative. He and his text are agents of GodÕs offer
agents, therefore, of salvation. He is faithfully handing down, he tells us
in his introduction, the story of a Saint and son of God, whose deeds can,
by being repeated, become powerful encouragements to spiritual striving.
He can Òin no wise pass over in silence the edifying story that hath come
to me, the which devout men from the inner land of the Ethiopians, whom
our tale calleth Indians, delivered unto me.Ó86
Note that there is no simple relation between a master narrative and
its interpretation or application. It is not obvious that acceptance of GodÕs
offer ought necessarily to involve acceptance of a ÒreligionÓ in the historically specific sense at issue here, or that turning away from God to Satan
and the lure of the world ought to be associated primarily with acceptance
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of other Òreligions.Ó Could not the fact that the story of Barlaam and
Josaphat (a conveyance of GodÕs offer of salvation) has come down to
our author/redactor from a non-Christian religion actually constitute a
powerful argument within Christianity for a different interpretation of the
master narrative? This argument has been made in the modern period,
but it is precisely the denial of the non-Christian origin of the story that is
characteristic of medieval tradition. The Buddha was accepted as a son
of God, made a saint with his own feast day, and otherwise welcomed
with great honor by medieval Christians. But they were unable to call
him by his own name and to accept the implications of doing so.
In the Buddhacarita the link between master narrative and religious
interaction is as follows. The bodhisattva, whose maturation to Buddhahood is necessary for the worldÕs liberation, must complete a developmental process that has been taking place, incrementally and through relationships with all sorts of beings, for aeons in the past and into his final
lifetime. His progress involves, and probably requires, interaction with
people engaged with various forms of religion. Common elements among
the different forms of religion exist in profusion; conversation among participants is useful. In the end, other forms of religion must be left behind,
one after the other, beginning with forms (such as Brahmanism) that value
the things of the world and continuing through various forms of renunciatory religion. In all of this, however, there is no conception of religions
as hermetically sealed entities and no conception of a particular religion
as evil.
Final reflections
When I have presented this paper orally, some members of the audience
have felt that my aim has been to identify Christianity with intolerance
and Buddhism with tolerance. I have no such aim. Even at the textual
level the generalization does not work. Buddhist literature is not uniformly tolerant of other religious traditions, nor is the enlightenment master narrative discussed in this paper the only master narrative operative in
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Buddhist literature. Similar comments can be made, no doubt, about
Christian literature and its complex relation to the master narrative of salvation through faith. Moreover, generalizations about tolerance work even
less well when we consider the messy realities of history. There have
been, and are today, plenty of examples of Buddhist intolerance and of
Christian tolerance. In comparison to such vast generalizations, therefore, my aims have been modest. I have simply tried to compare versions
of a particular story, uncovering the models of religion and religious interaction they exhibit, linking these to master narratives and pointing to specific interpretations of the master narratives that are evident in these texts.
This is not to say that we ought to be content to stick to our texts and
forget about their connections to the extra-textual world. On the contrary,
there is a serious need to study the implications for history of the acceptance of particular master narratives, models of religion, and interpretive
strategies. If we were to examine Barlaam and Josaphat in its historical
context we would have to take it seriously as a participant in European
thought and action during the period extending from about the eleventh
century to the sixteenth century CE, that is, during a time of intense religious violence, warfare and persecution. Taking the story seriously as a
participant in history would mean treating it not merely as an effect of
historical events but also as a cause, contributing its understanding of religion, of women; its images of burning and demolition; its sense of anxiety. A non-naïve appreciation of its influence would have to take into
account the intolerance it promotes.
ÒIntoleranceÓ and ÒtoleranceÓ are, of course, more like short-hand
expressions than accurate designations of what is at stake. Religious tolerance, for many people today, is a matter of accepting Òthe religionsÓ as
self-sufficient entities while finding ways in which these entities can manage to put up with one another. I am interested in criticizing the entities
themselves. In attempting to find ways in which religious traditions can
appreciate one another, learn from one another and change in ways that
are humanea project that I quite realize is based on perceptions, values
and master narratives, but which I am happy to ownI wish to challenge
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the self-sufficiency of existing traditions, to illuminate the connections
that already exist between them but that have been mis-remembered or
erased. Barlaam and Josaphat is a story whose origin is ÒpaganÓ and
whose virulent denunciation of paganism was made possible only when
the bridges to its past were burned.
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